Ten Best List: Queer Documentaries 

Selected by Shohini Ghosh (Delhi), John Greyson (Toronto) and Thomas Waugh (Montreal). 

A: Top Five Not Shown at CP 

1. Tie: Bomgay, Rivad Vinci Wadia . India, 1996, 12 min. Commonly understood to be the 

first gay film in India, BomGay is a stylized avant-gardist visualization of six poems by 
R. Raj Rao. In this film, staging and performance collide with verite-style footage of 
urban locations to create vignettes of love, sex and betrayal in the gay underbelly of 
Bombay. Starring a daring Bollywood actor, the segment titled “Lefty,” remains a 
highlight for its audaciously staged fantasy of group sex in a library and nudity that has 
never again been seen in Indian cinema, 
and 

Khush, Pratibha Parmar, UK, 1991, 26 min. Shot in the UK and India, Khush was the first 
documentary to feature South Asian gays and lesbians who were coming out for the first time. A 
mix of oral testimonies, stylized performance and found footage, Khush premiered as part of the 
primetime Out on Tuesdays series on BBC’s Channel 4 in 1991. Circulated enthusiastically on 
VHS through non-formal networks, Khush quickly acquired the status of an underground queer 
classic. 

2. Tie: Sea in the Blood Richard Fung, Canada, 2000, 24 min. A personal essay that is gentle, 

funny, political and elegiac at the same time. Unravelling against a backdrop of complex 
family relationships, a history of transnational migration, AIDS cultural politics and 
queer love, this inventive auto-ethnography is both a tribute and a work of mourning. The 
central narrative unfolds around the filmmaker’s relationship with his longtime partner 
Tim who is HIV positive and his sister Nan who led his childhood adventures before 
dying prematurely from thalassemia, which literally means “sea in the blood.” 

and 

Bright Eyes, Stuart Marshall, UK, 1986, 79’, English. Bright Eyes was arguably the first AIDS 
film to explore how HIV was not just an epidemic of diseases, but of significations. Layered and 
fragmented, this extraordinary video-art essay recruits Foucauldian frames and Godardian doc 
techniques to interrogate histories of medicine, sexuality and representation. Marshall cuts 
skillfully between intellectual rigour and activist outrage, creating a work of thoughtful passion. 


3. Tie: Forbidden Love: The Unashamed Stories of Lesbian Lives, L ynne Femie. Aerlyn 
Weissman, Canada (NFB), 1992, 85 min. A delightful romp with Canadian lesbians who 
lived and loved through the anti-sex, pre-feminist 50’s and 60’s. With few safe places to 
hang out, these desiring women found comfort and community in the steamy, sexy, 
punishing narratives of dimestore paperbacks whose wide readership included a 
subterranean constituency of lesbian readers. Combining interviews with a fiction track 
inspired by the pulp novels, the film gifts its brave protagonists what they had been 
historically denied: a happy ending with a sex scene! 

and 

Doctors, Liars and Women: AIDS Activists Say No To Cosmo, Jean Carlomusto, USA, 1988, 23’, 
English. This sharp-witted, no-budget account of the 1988 ACT UP womens committee’s zap 
against Cosmo Magazine epitomizes direct-action video at it’s most effective and affecting. 
Carlomusto’s deceDtivelv simnle stvle caDtures the tactics and Dassions of this moment, this 




action, this movement, plunging us all into the crucible. 

4. Tie. Blow Job, Andy Warhol, USA, 1964, 35’, silent. This most minimal of queer 

documentaries is many things: a headshot about getting head; Warhol’s masterpiece of 
sexual provocation, circa 1964; a defining, iconic chapter in the history of durational 
cinema; a half-hour opportunity to contemplate the ineffabilities and banalities of uncut, 
or at least, unedited, male beauty, 
and 

Tongues Untied. Marlon Riggs, USA, 1989, 55’, English. A hybrid essay on black gay male 
lives, desires, voices and bodies, Tongues deploys the poetry of Essex Hemphill and the first- 
person subjectivity of the author (1957-1994) to achieve a never-since-equalled political and 
affective power. The Republican elite immediately recognized the threat it posed and tried 
censorship, vilification and defunding, but it was too late. 

5. Tie: Multiple Orgasm. Barbara Hammer, USA, 1976, 6’, silent. Why is our only selection 

from the 1970s a silent experimental snippet from America’s foremost lesbian filmmaker, 
a superimposition of rugged natural landscape and the artist’s even more rugged clitoris, 
prodded and palpated to close-up onscreen ecstasy? Because the post-Stonewall 
seventies discovered that both coming and coming out were political and they have been 
ever since, 
and 

I Am My Own Woman, Rosa Von Praunheim, Germany, 1992, 91’, German. This docu-drama by 
queer cinema legend Rosa Von Praunheim follows the life-story of Charlotte von Mahlsdorf, the 
extraordinary east German transsexual who variously survived Nazi anti-gay purges, 
imprisonment for patricide, repression of the communists, and the bitchy excesses of East 
Berlin’s underground gay scene. A stunning blend of documentary portraiture and dramatic 
reconstruction, Woman taps the latter-day riches of New German Cinema to fashion a 
shimmering, radical chapter of queer history. 


B: Top Five Shown at CP 

1. The Times of Harvey Milk. Rob Epstein, USA, 1984, 90 min. One of the few best-feature¬ 
documentary Oscar winners in Academy history to have actually deserved its statuette, Times is 
an epic of the career and martyrdom of San Francisco’s gay populist-politician hero. Epstein 
deftly blends period reportage and survivor interviews to tell a gripping story of community, 
struggle and mourning. 

2. Zero Degrees of Separation, Elle Flanders, Canada, 2005, 85’, English/Arabic/Hebrew. A 
powerfully understated portrait of two queer couples, spanning the extremes of life in Israel and 
occupied Palestine. Selim is a Palestinian navigating the labyrinthine rules that govern his 
presence in Israel with his Jewish lover, Ezra. Ezra Nawi is a plumber, long-time anti-occupation 
activist and former gardener of Flanders grandparents. Edit confronts her own guilt about being a 
part of the system that oppresses her Palestinian lover, Samira. Haunting archival footage of 
Flanders family in the Holy Land in the 50s is intercut with moments in the daily lives of these 
couples, conveying their courage and agency against the odds, in a landscape of apartheid and 
broken cement. 

3. Be Like Others, Tanaz Eshaghian . USA/Iran, 2008, 74 min., Farsi and English. A bold and 
nuanced exploration of the contradictions in Iran’s state policy of simultaneously favouring sex 
re-assignment surgery and denying sexual minority identities. Iranian-American Eshaghian may 
take risks with fast-evolving trans politics in the West, but her compelling portraits of lives at the 
centre of her story raise challenging questions about gender, sexuality, family and the state 
everywhere. 

4. Last Chance, Paul Emile d'Entremont. Canada (NFB), 2012, 85 min. Profiles and stories of 
five LGBTQ asylum seekers who flee the homophobic violence of their native countries 

( Jamaica. Columbia. Lebanon. Eevot. and Nicaragua! to seek safetv and a new life in Canada’s 




bureaucratic refugee system. Ten years in the making, a rich and generous mosaic of courage by 
a veteran Acadian gay documentarist. 

5. Winter, Go Away ! Collective, Russia, 2012, 78 min., Russian with English subtitles. This 
lively, diverse and irreverent chronicle of the anti-Putin resistance of the winter of 2012 is not a 
queer documentary by the usual narrow definition, but we want our choices to challenge the 
definitions of both “queer” and “documentary.” The ten daring young docu-activists who 
produced this epic included at least one LGBTQ person, whose every public utterance or gesture 
was criminalized by Putin this past June as “homosexual propaganda.” Moreover any document 
that includes the legendary Pussy Riot cathedral performance that frightened the horses of 
totalitarianism is an honorary queer film by definition. Our choice also symbolizes the urgency 
of queer participation in broad-based oppositional coalitions in the increasingly scary 21 st 
century. We refuse both ghettoization and invisibility, as well as Putin homophobia, clerical 
fascism and all future lists! 



